Background: The risk of exposure to hepatitis C virus increases markedly in adolescence, and students are thus a preferential target for information campaigns. The aim of this study was to evaluate the results of a hepatitis C information campaign targeting secondary-school students. Methods: The study was done in 52 classes of 11 general and vocational secondary schools. Before the information meetings and two months afterwards, the students received an anonymous questionnaire to test their knowledge of hepatitis C. The information session was backed up by a comic strip depicting scenarios involving hepatitis C. Results: The students were aged from 14 to 24 years (mean 15.9 years, SD 0.9 years). Respectively 1509 and 1419 questionnaires were completed before and after the information session. Answers to the first questionnaire showed that the students' knowledge of hepatitis C was poor. Scores improved significantly after the information session, from an overall mean of 6.2 (SD 2.0) to 8.5 (SD 1.7) (p<0.001). The largest score improvement concerned transmission due to illicit drug use, the potential severity of the disease, and lack of a vaccine. The improvement was significantly larger among pupils who said they read the comic strip than among those who did not (p=0.02). Conclusions: General and vocational secondary school students in France have mediocre knowledge of hepatitis C, particularly its modes of transmission and the lack of a vaccine. Knowledge improved significantly when measured two months after an information session, suggesting that subsequent at-risk behaviours might be reduced.
Nearl y 170 million people worldwide are infected by hepatitis C virus (HCV), making it a public health priority. Adolescents are a preferential target for prevention campaigns, being at an age when prevalence is lowest 1 and when exposure to risk factors such as illicit drug use, tattooing and piercing begins.
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Only four previous studies have examined knowledge of HCV among adolescents and young adults (including drug addicts). [7] [8] [9] [10] Two studies showed that student nurses had poor knowledge of this infection. 8, 10 An Australian national study 9 tested knowledge of HCV among 3550 secondary school students: it was judged extremely poor, as only one of the seven questions was answered correctly by more than half the students. Few were able to distinguish between hepatitis A, B and C, and only a very small number considered themselves to be at risk of hepatitis. This paucity of knowledge on HCV has also been shown among drug addicts aged from 12 to 20 years 7 : 80% of them had heard of HCV, but only half considered it a serious problem. None of these studies involved or assessed the impact of information sessions. The goal of this study was to evaluate the results of an HCV information campaign conducted by the Poitou-Charentes Hepatitic C Network among secondary school students, using a comic strip as information support.
METHODS

Survey
From November 1999 to May 2000, 26 specifically trained physicians belonging to the Hepatitis C Network conducted information sessions in general and vocational secondary school classes in the Poitou-Charentes region of France. Before the sessions, and two months later (±1 week), each student received an anonymous questionnaire. The questionnaire comprised 11 statements on HCV (table 2), and questions on the student's age and sex. The documentary support was a comic strip which, being attractive and easy to read, was considered suitable for adolescents. The comic strip (figure 1) was prepared by students of Angouleme graphics school in collaboration with Network members and an HCV-infected former drug addict. It comprised three storylines featuring young people, and included an explanatory text stressing risk factors for HCV infection, the value of early diagnosis, the negative impact of alcohol, and the risk of cirrhosis and liver cancer. A specific questionnaire concerning the students' opinion of the comic strip, and whether they discussed it with their family, was sent to the students of 23 classes selected randomly from among the 52 participating classes.
Data processing
Answers to the questionnaires administered before and after the information session were recorded in a database (Epi-Info version 6). All the answers were controlled and validated. Statistical analysis was based on SAS software version 6.12 for Windows. A descriptive analysis of the total population was based on the following parameters: county, general or vocational class, sex and age. Each pupil's knowledge of HCV was defined by the number of correct answers to the 11 items of the questionnaire. Mean scores were compared using Wilcoxon's test. The chi 2 test was used to compare proportions (sex, and percentage of correct answers). The Kruskal-Wallis test was used to compare age and scores among several groups. The 95% confidence intervals (95% CI) of the score differences between the first and second questionnaires were calculated from the means and standard deviations obtained with a linear model (least square means) stratified for class; arithmetic means were not used, given the sampling differences of the two populations answering the questionnaires. Linear models of multivariate analysis of variance were used, taking into account questionnaire, class, and county origin, associated with the teaching category, sex, age and the different interactions.
RESULTS
Sixteen of the 77 private and public secondary schools located in three counties of the Poitou-Charentes region (Vienne, DeuxSèvres and Charente-Maritime) agreed to participate in the campaign. The impact of the campaign, based on the two consecutive questionnaires, could only be assessed in 52 of the 72 classes (all 5 th grade) of 11/16 schools. All the students (n=1509) answered the first questionnaire and attended the information session. Two months later, 1419 students (94%) answered the second questionnaire. The difference was principally due to absenteeism at the end of the school year, mainly in three classes of one county. As these missing data did not influence the final results, these three classes were included in the statistical analysis. The questionnaire concerning the comic strip was sent to respectively 712 and 655 of the pupils who responded to the first and second questionnaires. The subjects were aged from 14 to 24 years (mean 15.9 years, SD 0.9). The mean age was significantly higher in the vocational classes (16.5 
DISCUSSION
The responses to the first questionnaire revealed French adolescents' mediocre knowledge of HCV. The proportion of correct answers to the items on the risk related to intravenous narcotic use (64%), the risk of cirrhosis and liver cancer (59 and 53% respectively) and the lack of a vaccine (52%) was low, despite numerous previous nationwide media campaigns. A significant improvement in the frequency of correct answers was noted at the second assessment, i.e. after the information session (p<0.001). The largest score improvements were for items of greatest concern to adolescents, such as the very low risk of sexual transmission, the risk of cirrhosis and cancer, and the lack of a vaccine. After the information session, a large proportion of respondents (91.4%) became aware that illicit IV drug use is currently one of the main causes of infection -this being one of the principal objectives of the campaign. In contrast, a relatively high proportion of students (42.3%) continued to believe that the current transfusional risk of HCV transmission was high. This probably reflects French people's negative perception of blood transfusion, resulting from the 'HIV-tainted blood' scandal in the 1980s. Finally, nearly half the students thought that a specific HCV vaccine was available: it has previously been shown that few adolescents are able to distinguish between hepatitis A, B and C.
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The score obtained at the second assessment was better among girls than boys, and better among general than vocational students. The latter students were older, as vocational teaching is often chosen by students who have failed the general curriculum. A significant difference in students' knowledge of AIDS, according to gender and university education, was also noted in a previous study, 11 in which health education also appeared to be more beneficial for girls.
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The training support used in this study was a comic strip created by young students. Nearly half the students showed or mentioned it to a family member or friend, which is an added advantage of 14 The likely impact of the intervention on subsequent risk behaviours, and especially intravenous and intranasal narcotic use, is difficult to judge. However, similar campaigns targeting HIV infection have shown that heightened awareness of a disease is likely to be beneficial. 15, 16 Future prevention campaigns in schools should be coordinated to cover all blood-borne viruses, including HIV, HBV and HCV, while underlining their differences, especially regarding the risk of sexual transmission.
